Stressful life events in bipolar I and II disorder: cause or consequence of mood symptoms?
Life events are assumed to be triggers for new mood episodes in bipolar disorder (BD). However whether life events may also be a result of previous mood episodes is rather unclear. 173 bipolar outpatients (BD I and II) were assessed every three months for two years. Life events were assessed by Paykel׳s self-report questionnaire. Both monthly functional impairment due to manic or depressive symptomatology and mood symptoms were assessed. Negative life events were significantly associated with both subsequent severity of mania and depressive symptoms and functional impairment, whereas positive life events only preceded functional impairment due to manic symptoms and mania severity. These associations were significantly stronger in BD I patients compared to BD II patients. For the opposite temporal direction (life events as a result of mood/functional impairment), we found that mania symptoms preceded the occurrence of positive life events and depressive symptoms preceded negative life events. The use of a self-report questionnaire for the assessment of life events makes it difficult to determine whether life events are cause or consequence of mood symptoms. Second, the results can only be generalized to relatively stable bipolar outpatients, as the number of severely depressed as well as severely manic patients was low. Life events appear to precede the occurrence of mood symptoms and functional impairment, and this association is stronger in BD I patients. Mood symptoms also precede the occurrence of life event, but no differences were found between BD I and II patients.